In a 2011 survey by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, more than half of the governments that responded could not assess aggregate amounts of insured losses from disasters (this would require merely collecting data from the insurers). Most do not have systematic and publicly available data on total losses, which is necessary to assess disaster vulnerability.
Preparation for disasters -from early warning systems, urban planning and zoning, to mitigation and financial protection -requires detailed estimates for all segments of society, including the economic exposure of the government itself. Yet even the United States has no public national database of residences and buildings in flood-prone areas. This is particularly frustrating given the tremendous improvement in our capacity to do large-scale probabilistic catastrophe risk assessments; to measure hazards; to assess the vulnerability of buildings, infrastructure and livelihoods; and to calculate the resultant expected losses.
The estimates are still not perfect, but they continue to improve. The insurance industry already uses them to manage trillions of euros of coverage around the world. Done on a national scale, they could form the basis of a coherent and sciencebased national risk-management strategy. It will not be cheap, but it would be a wise investment.
To do that for all the extreme events that a country can face, and to mitigate and finance them and overcome behavioural barriers, demands multidisciplinary work and strong coordination, both among scientists and across government ministries. I recommend that governments appoint cabinet-level national-risk officers, similar to what is done for enterprise-wide risk management in the private sector.
In 2008, the World Bank, with the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, assembled a small group of dedicated experts to undertake such an effort in Morocco. I have been involved since the beginning, and having finished the initial assessment phase, we are now supporting Morocco in developing an integrated national strategy to mitigate the impact of floods, earthquakes, tsunamis, drought, commodity volatility and agriculture risks. I hope that Morocco will provide a concrete case of what can be done. And for us, as scientists, engineers and financiers, it is highly rewarding to know that our work will contribute directly to saving lives and helping millions of families recover from a disaster.
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